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About the Author 


“This poetry has the kind of power which doesn't have 
to exert itself to give sign of great reserves of strenath. It 
is an amazing job to have brought this body of work into 
inglish which can move and startle a reader bom to that 
wancuage. lIt is truly an astonishing accomplishment.” 


Tess Gallagher 
“Tougn and original with the sharp eye and intelligence.” 
Andrew Motion 

“A real poet.” 
Raymond Carver 


“Transcendent and mineral this poetry glints with the 
dark beauty of an opened geode. Hold it in JON hand. 
Feel its coldness, weight and force.” 

Edmund White 

“ln “Frozen Rats of Sarajevo” we can find the out- 
standing characteristic of Drago Stambuk's poetry, that is 
what ! may call “the anti-sentimentality” whether this were 
in the context of the plausibly-called patriotic poems, as 
he bestows on the “homeland” a much wider and mere 
global connotation than the common-place notion; or in 
poems that might be called “love poems” whose rare 
beauty is precisely derived frum his ability to hold emo- 
tions in rein and convert them into hard radiant gems of 
poetry.” 

Edwar Al-Kharrat 
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Biographical Notes 


Drago Stambuk is one of Croatia's finest poets. Born 
on the Adriatic island of Brac, he studied medicine at the 
University of Zagreb. From 1983 to 1994 he lived in 
London doing clinical research in the field of liver diseases 
and HIV/AIDS. 


In 1991 during the war against Croatia he became his 
country's first representative to Great Britain. From 
1995 -1998 he has been Croatia's ambassador to India, 
and since 1998 ambassador to Egypt and the wider Arab 
World . 


He has published 18 books of poetry, and among the 
most acdaimed are : Snow for Akhenaten (1981), 
Croatiam aetemam (1991), The Tools of Pain (1997) and 
Carved into the Mountains (1999). 
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Here I am, constructing ruins, 
not even the strongest wind 
shall harm them. 
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Man is memory 


His eyes are set 
in golden leaves and ivory. 


Celestial elephant 
steps out 


from tbe God's deathless shade. 


Man is scorching memory. 
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Love Thorn 


No time to be in hurry 

While the river wipes its sand 
and the nightingale's blood 
rushes into rose's ends. 


105 


time and again, for the living water, eternal 

Croatia in the courts of the sea's light; so that the lone 
underground river may not dry up, in the barren 
rocks of the porous worid, from endless loneliness. 
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Resurrection of dead Bones 


When reality is wiped out by violence 
meditation upon it becomes an act of faith. 
Claudio Magris, Dunube 


There is no homeland until the four winds' spirit 

breathes life into the sea's corpses and scattered 

skeletons, and Croats rise up to the surface of the dark 
blue grave, then swim with gentle strokes, 

to the silver of the eastern shores, to pass through the crags 
into the empty, shorn lands. The prow of God's providence 
will knock at the shipwrecked sailor, and from thick darkness 
the boat-angel will draw a pail of sweet water 

and carry it to his cracked lips. People of eternal thirst 

and forced allegiances, boldly, without fear, turn to 

the sea of your name; mirror of trembling death 

and wasting, look into it and you will recognise 

your own soul, crucified. Aged, like cliffs 

caked with salt, flammable like grass on the hearth 

of solar summer. A soul that floats on the surface 
unmixing with the water of time. The olive, 

your crucifix tree, sorrowful people, of the rough 

embrace and painful closeness. But still you drop 

your candle-wick ito the soul's oil, the healing stream from 
the press of centuries, fusing the rush-lights of our secret tongue 
to justify the thorn's mark; you line up names of princes, 
kings, and search, 
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Mask next to Death 


And so one fine day I too shall be 
brought to the wall of black light 
with the shades of the dead dense in ambush. 


Night filled with lime and lilies will come; 
when moonlight slips inaudible out of jade 
and my heart stops furtively, 

a cobweb will tremble. 
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Nordwind 


Whaf's that, mother, scraping at the window? 
The wind is stirring the branches, my son. 


Whaf's that, mother, scraping at the window? 
The wind is brushing the pane, my son. 


Whar('s that, mother, scraping at the window? 
The wind wants to come in, my son. 


Let it, mother, let the wind in 
so that I may not die of great longing. 


My son, the wind comes from the North 
bearing needles of snow on its lips. 


Let it, mother, let the wind in, 
let its frost cool my body. 


Turn back, mother, the warm blankets, 
let the wind cover me. 


101 


Christmas in Split 


1986 


Through charred frames 
souls breathe into each other. 


One by one they rise 
along the quiet ropes of the moon. 


The infant God is born 
and the church doors have closed. 


Like Roman patricians, two souls, 
two comrades, arm in arm. 
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Teutonic Man 


Remnants of bone, cloth, pared remains, 
white inlay and gold-rimmed glasses. 


My right hand laid upon my breast, 

has been brought down by gravity and the earth's 
weight, and collapsed in my thorax. 

Distributed limbs and phalanges 

are coated with the dust of dead muscies. 


Tve become a continuity of dust, 

and it's terrible - this enforced intrusion 

of air and light into my dream of earth, 

my untouched grave, so suddenly despoiled. 
Moulded into the island soil and roots, 

I can't let go, my resolve is firm, firm 

to stay shut out from your reality 

and locked in mine. 


Don't exhume me or transfer my grave. 
I've become part of something else, 

nestled in the rich antiface of the world, 
at repose with one who gave me breath. 
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On the Road to 
Canterbury 


Change trains at Ashford 


Before getting out, look round, 

let your eyes caress the row of conifers, 

then take a hold on yourself and firmly, 
without glancing back, step into the other train. 


When you sit down, close your €y€s, 
wait for a moment, then open them 
again, and caress the same trees. 


Now the wind sways their trunks, 
touches them with its crumbling fingers. 


Steel your heart, unbutton your shirt 
beloved; sink the boat of your trembling 
sight. A line of arrested swords 


aim at your crown in the Canterbury courtroom. 


17 August 1985 
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Restituta 


Lord, I ask that I don't lose myself 

between near summit fires and distant swamps, 
rather let me be scattered to the blue sky 

and reconstituted so carefully 

that connective lines are invisible, 

the nerves insensible to scorching pain. 


Project me as a golden disc into 

the dawn that follows a night of waiting. 
Where there was anguish and pellucid tears, 
I ask a heart forged out of silver. 

Give me the leisure of ease in the sky-stream 
before I die, embittered, abandoned. 


If my life has been one of vacillation, 


repudiation and equi vocal 
gestures, then I ask for atonement. 
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Knife, in a Tree Trunk 


Someone sprinkles corpses with stagnant water 
to assist protein decay. 
The water protects, withdraws and prints. 


They offer vital pepper and Delphic beads 
from rosaries to capture lips. 


And you, head-cropped unbeliever 
searching the world with.eyes of mica, 
death infected you with numbers; 

the aftermath was frigid embraces. 


Engaged on the itinerary you found 

swamps, bogs disclosmg fossil necklaces, 
but you retreated quietly as a feather falls, 
and sought out the dry brook, pale asphodels, 
and almost anonymous gave yourself 

to praise of the inarticulate. 


And where light boiled above a draining beach, 
you became holy; someone who withholds 

the roar of thunder in a wooden box 

and stares with a fixed smile 

from the death-mask of Glaucos. 


Introibo 


Going by the riverside 
Tve forgotten everything 
going by the bodyside. 
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Spring Dome 


Green returns and my tired legs swell. 


From the backlog of years, silver aeroplanes 
touch down on South Croatia's 

air-strip surrounded by the sea. 

The wave's throat brings with it 

the rotten wood of sunken barques. 


The zephyr with a ruptured vessel 


in its lung blows an elegy 
for all dead mariners lost at sea. 
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Rosa mystica 


In the heart's bottomless well 
a knife's glint illuminates 
petals of a black rose. 


The garden is dark with shades, 
they flash across the bloodstream. 
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Recall 


The silence of underwater movement's 
reflected in the shoal of rotund fish 

nosing hesitantly through the Gothic window, 
a slow-motion film in which the images 

are leaves on the surface feeling for depth. 


Where do we come from? Watcr to water, 
our lives quiver like leaves on a dead tree, 
the disposition of the solitary. 


At the centre of the worid 

depth's nugget setiling into the dark. 

The kaf knows nothing of this, split by the wind, 
whiplashed against bark. 
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Diocletian's Dust 


Couldn't unclench the mouth of the Sphinx 
with a staimless spoon. This ghost 
elusive like the steaming summer rain. 


And in a raincoat dusted by granite 
was to be seen pointing to the shower's 
historic portent, the rain counting out 
square centimetres of polished peristil, 
Luxor gasping in that vapoured steam. 


My less tingling, I try to drag myself 

along a white edge to the black of night, 
holding my hands out to the glittering drops, 
the attempt a preconceived failure. 


My eye encounters flashing pebbles 

that fill the vestibulum. They arrive 
abruptly from thc South, from Brac's spine, 
the breed of maleficence. 


Misjudged Emperor, 
I lack the strength for love. 


In the darkness, the slanted pike's eyes glow. 


Beneath the rain's curtain, 
something rises that shouldn't exist. 
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I still sometimes pass by with my nails 
through the folds of the wind's robe 

and then into my pupils I summon Golan 
and its heights of honey-coloured sand. 
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Voice 


His head was a cannonball mounting his bones, 
the divide had come about through wreckage, 
the surf was still thundering at the sky. 


The severance had been instantaneous, 
his head had slipped into the green wake and away. 


Deprived of a head and of a body 

he still had a connective consciOusNess. 

His last statement was lodged in his voice-box 
as a guttural jewel, embedded there 

to be spat out in the sea's mouth. ' 
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Pictor inveteratus 
The pencil dropped 
and broke its point. 


The preceding line 


forget yourself. 
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INI 


Now the stiletto points in your remains, 
beached on the glittering dust of this shore. 
Your nervous voltage burns to quick thunder, 
a detonation that shatters the earth, 

and blasts motionless gods into the sea. 


A schooner stands off the coast, everything 
disappears in a simmering vortex, the past 
is buried in the island night, 

the drowned floats on the tide of memory. 
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found the heast of Bamburgh - 
a relic of the sea pitched on the„lunes 


among discarded shells, snaggles of weed - 
its tentacles thumbing gently surfaces, he 
with metallic teeth, sea-frosted fur, 

the whole wrapped in an alchemy. 


Secret as the Oyster's compounded pearl, 
touched by the white Lady of Lindisfarne 


in a rocky land hammered by sieges. 
You have given light to pale Oswald's eyes, 
and thrust an icy torch into the dark. 
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II 


The drowned man enters the tide 

or it's the sea I watch over, 

its eddying between two worids. 

A silver barque driven by scahorses 
issued from the grey fatherland. 


You came a long way unnoticed, 

blood of Norway rich with sea-salt. 

Fatiguc, sea-sickness, a boat's confined space, 
coal-black eyes looked out at the horizon 
becoming smoke-gray or watery blue. 


They struck land one night of frosted moonlight 
with you half-dead, propped up on boards. 

A concerted effort of group imagination - 

pure gold injected in the veins 

was a necessary prophylactic 

against the tooth of time. - 


You didn't survive. Nothing could reanimate 
your cold sea-exposurec, nothing could heat 
the thousands or redirect white-hot rays. 


On a rise above the sea, 
the Saxon seamen and coarse fishermen 
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The North Sea's without respite. 
Even in the dogdays of high summer 
there's no let-up, the calm's illusory. 


And you, remote Adriatic, 

your own fires infiltrate this boundiess grey. 
You fill the intervening spaces 
While I face a white haze of oblivion. 


1 see him still, that straw-hamed boy 
teetering on the threshold of adulthood, 
training his telescope on his homcland 
with the concentration of a birdwatcher. 


Today no wind accelerates the sca's pulse - 
it's sluggish as in aortic stenosis. 

But even in serenity the current's claimed 
the bloated body of one drowned 

in the Aln's mouth. 

An RAF rescue helicopter 

kicked up a sandstorm on the beach 
attracting people like greenfiies. 

The dead was beyond resuscitation, 

they left his outline on the sand. 
Mortuus in machinam. 


Bamburgh Beast 


To the Duke of Northumbria 


The heart's here beneath gold sand, 
England reflected in the quiet hand 
of righteous King Oswald. 


An obstinate surf keeps frisking in, 
Wwhitecaps blizzarding from the East, 
a breath that smokes like the Vikings 
and Danes seated at a cold prow. 


Repetition's a whiplash, 
it forges eternity in the spine. 


The North Sea measures out the persistence 
of this coast to endure. Gulls caterwaul 

into the wind, arrows of light 

are setting high church windows aquiver. 


Here it's the puffins (they have no namc in Croatian) 
who colonize the surf-buffeted Farne Islands, 

and make their roost the earth's third pole - 

a pharos whose rays strike the heart. 
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The Wall 


There's this wall 

buried in my memory, something 
I can't circumvent, surmount, 
dominate, much less pull down 

or detonate, despite the black trails 
of gunpowder I've brought to it. 


When I lean my ear to it 
I hear voices on the other side, 
mostly inaudible, 


words that draw me, others that repel. 


Now their feet have started pacing. 
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Zagreus 


Torn into pieces, 

when will you restore 

your integrity, 

crawling slowly, cautiously, 
into the city that nearly 
bears your name? 


How perfectly this slippery 

name fits the city's desolate 
inconsistency, its half-divine 

and half-human nature. 

Wholll devour Persephone's Child, 

and bare its heart to Gora Petrova, 

for the last glimpse of the fuming sun? 


Here, in the Croatian graveyard, 
I feel the Titans' lust and eternal betrayal. 


Dear little hand, pass me the shabby rattle 


and my anger's teeth will trigger 
the old King's gnashing. 
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Elephant 
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Whim 


You shoot him 

then kiss follows kiss. 
Until the deathly surface 
faints with the joy 

of yellow hoar-frost. 


7 


Jacob spent tbe night wrestling with an angel. 

Was he in fact having scx with a stranger, 

secking an answer to his inner turmoil? 

The following day he was walking with a limp, 

the Bible telis us. God knows what he'd been up to. 
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Spalatum 


A broken ray sinks into green 

and the town which lives on, firm and unreal, 

on the distant shore, melts the weft of memory 

and falls still deeper into dark cellars. 

Dates of happy years are effaced, 

and pain and tenderness - can be held on one's palm, 
with a pair of names, a square and tbe smell of the port. 


Phantom-like the ochre Harbour Office 
hovers wearily in the span of centuries. 

As if I was never there, tiny, 

lost amidst the ancient palms, 

sensing all possible disasters and delicate 
deaths, my back turned on the dark palace. 


And before me, alas, was that the sea? 


Hampstead Heath, 2 June 1984 
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Write: all is lost. 


Ice melis 
and lips dry. 


The white fig 


longs to be plucked. 


Write: all is lost. 
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Embryo 


A gap in the curtain letting in Sunday, 

shaping a two-pronged, luminous brooch, the only 

ornament in the dark of my room. Looking out from 

beneath the sheet after Saturday's sleep, its double tai! 

makes me think of a comet. Direction uncertain, hesitant. 
Does it fall in vain on the wooden bed, or hold the horizon's arc, 
rushing towards the crib in the stable? The room's darkness is 
a cave called soul. A chasm, old, over which floats 

thc abandoned seed of a rising angel. On Radio 2 Lady 
Rothschild plays a tape: the squcaks of awakened 

bats. Unrest draws a long, white glove over me. 

I hold breath and sight, my knces up under my chin. 
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Sea Rock 


He saw in his hand 

the hand of death, : 
and felt the clumsy, camouflaged shell 
of a crab with plier-claws 

work into the muscle of his heart. 


Sheaths 


Td like to blast an access to the gorge 

in which death's misnomer, a black surf, 
and by the glint of fractured senses 
enter at moon”s each extinguished pore. 


71 


Kythera 


Their scent hangs on the wave, wet primroses, 
pebbles in January, September storms, 
false hoar-frost, taciturn Croesus. 


Thetis is a blue sob on the wind, 

While out of the Asatic highlands 

an agate galley brings the breeze-borne voice 
of a sad youth, crying to the skyline: 


“I, Death and the Sea's lover, 

free of voyages and departures, 

can look easily into your blaming eyes, 

upon your impure wish. I can leave you 

like a semi-precious stone, let it fall 

into the Abyss. I can suffer more than anyone 
expecis. I' m a Nothing on the cruise." 


Voice gave him power. Now his galley 
was like a shark in the Aegean sea, 

his upsurge bent the day for its axis, 

a black sun death-rattled into the void. 


Nothing, his name was Nothing, cruising here, 
throwing his half-trodden heart onto Kythera. 
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White Bat 


At nightfall, against a backdrop of snow 
you can't discern the bat's frenetic flight. 


Look in thc mirror's crystal architrave, 
the face of God's written in its frost. 


When I stare out across the white night 
the black sky above seems a new-laid grave. 


The God within me is a blazing vine 
weaving his tendrils of fire round the heart. 


My furious blood freezes on white reins, 
the air's loud with the radar of bat-squeaks. 
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Captain from the 
Victory Square 


He herds gentle 
indifferent Croatian youths. 


In my dream they are transformed, 
they curl like philarias 

sprouting from tibial arteries. 

And yet what steps ... 

In another place l'm injecting 
Dycinone to counteract 


my thoughts breaking down barriers 
in their imminent rush. 


Lucifereo 


Blue angel, choosing teeth to hold on with 
so you would be chosen, 

seeding the abyss, elect 

among so many blaring flames. 


Anjou's wings burn at your gaze 
flowering the dusk with organdie. 


Your each moment glints, 

you throw a soot trail over chalices, 

and leave a dusty signature on walls, 
your shadow foreshortens the dawn. 


The nocturnal spinning-wheel 
hums to trumpets. Your black-handed 
subterfuge deals out death. 


Your stare, though, can't subjugate 
those who know tranquillity; 

that made orbit of thrashing vengeance 
proves you flawed by your hostility. 
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Mirror Diver 


A mirror pact; he sought in reflections 
the omniscient image that defied 
marble palisades of white statuary, 


an eagle imperiously lifting free. 


Vertical, framed by blue mirrors, 

his writing forms the concentric pivot 
between two dashing waves. 

The words enter the spiral of a screw, 


the maelstrom s terror. 


The compass needle in its silver case 
inclines at an obtuse angle between 
calipers. The pressure head's mounting 


to burn out in a single word - stereometry. 


When the ncedle finds a centre, the circle 
becomes the mob-rule of the pack 


pressing you closer to the edge. 


Now as the demagnetized needle points 
towards the void, it's your steps, Carolus, 
that overshoot their orbit, aimed for the cold 


merciless white throat of the sea. 
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O, how I would love Flanders, 

if it were covered with sunflowers, 
if the rivers echoed in azure, 

and the people wore hats of straw. 


O, how I would love Flanders, 
widowed land of the winged North, 
if the sun marched through it 

with the firm step of Hector Julius. 
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Narcissus in Clay 


Close as the bedding I lie on. 
Dear as the suddenly shining sun. 


Like a flowerbed of dewy grass 
washing away the heat of my soles. 


Approaching you with the face of a mirror, 
Iam a clay fragment in the water of your heart. 
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Evaporation from the 
Iliac Pelvis 


At the edge of the night road 
a dead hedgehog with its grist 
of hatched viscera. 


The beam of undipped headlights 
has crystallized in its yellow eyes. 


Dead hedgehog, 


and I neither quickening my heartbeat 
nor slackening my pace. 
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Incompatible Animals 


Brown sugar ears, eyes 

of broken stained glass, 
mouth with rosy fowers. 
They adore rapid slaughters, 
red blood and tardy burials. 
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to quotidian walks. For the action repeats 

the wounding fury of the viruses. 

With shaven legs in the sun's wind they expose 
knees and armpits with tbe contours of 

their clothing emphasizing the private parts. 


Ready to withstand the arrow of foreboding 

I take a chart, and with a spear inscribe a circle. 
Let there then be a city here, a paved square, 

sound arrested in flame. Let there be doors here, 
basalt people, a lake, the splendour of many golden 
lianas, a polished green lizard with a six-fingered 
emerald crown, and fibulae stuck into the muscles 
of broken breasts from Ollantaytamba. 
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Mare nostrum 


To lvo Pogorelich 


Eugenio's wall-preserved' cuttlefish still guards 
Xenia in the shadows of cypresses. It is wind 
speaking tbe language of limbs and dismemberment 
to itself, parched dust and supple goat's hoof. 

A trough with mules and wild horses, brambles 
stuck to their manes. Courtly neighing before 

the chapel. The sun traced out of deep blue sapphire 
emits protons, mesons and Ady's pupils. Like a heap 
of stones, letters write time upon the summits. 
Hygroscopy marks a fall in the black exicator, 

the mercury reaches a certain limit, then repulsion, 
encrusted eyes and a grey vertical angel upon 

an ice-paved bolster. Approaching the landscape 
ckromatically does not distinguish 

primary from secondary. The spectrum dominates 
the eyebrows' arch. Egyptian make-up and 

Greek apparel. They always dressed lightly 

to reduce the burden and certainty. 

A lizard could explain the plunge and dizziness 
from the height of ripeness that reaches and seizes 
with the tip of liquid nitrogen 

the nerve wheel of a wart on a sole not given 
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Love abandons you 

fear abandons you 

the summers fall on you in shcaves 
and who will - 7 

as you grow more fragile and smaller 
when the wind blows upward 

at the edge of the precipice- 

hold you back with a gentle touch? 
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Prague Winter 


To Jan Pallach 


Burning 
while above you 


the frail snow dies. 
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Gaspard 


You slept through the night. 
Extinguished stars lie on the table 
among scattered clothes. 


In the nasolacrymal corners 


White, crumbling tears. 


Breath taps your eyelids; 


You will not open. 


57 


Derveni (330 BC) 


Tl be the crater 

open to your mortal soul. 
Around my flame 

you'll fly like a late moth 
rejoicing at the misery 


that besets Anaxagoras' son. 
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Grained Sea, 
grey Longings 


With the dark mysteries 
of the limped isles, 
inaudible like night, 

lean your lips to my blue 


china neck. 


Untie me with a kiss, 
add to grained body 
White spherical stone 


and tie me tightly, 


irretricvably, with a grey sea. 
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Tiger 
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Fire 


She dreams redly of ashes 
and is hurrying, hurrying. 


51 


Royal Bath Hotel 


J. R. R. Tolkien 


Cement houses - beehives on Bournemouth's south face. 
Chinese warriors gazing at the sea's white dragons 

as they reiterate their snowy crests, setting light to the cold 

fire of aged autumn. Black ink of night. Back to the warm room. 
Nostrils flare and a man comes out of the brackets. 

Michael Ignatieff chairs a discussion on sexual morals 

and ethics. The panel is in agreement: responsibility and 

respect for the other person are crucial. Respect and responsibility. 
I nibble at muscatel grapes, split the taut skin and plumb 

the depths of despair. Amusement arcades. Oases of neon lights 
and consumer delight. 'Keep Britain tidy' shines from the belly 
of a yellow spotted frog. Toads with gaping mouths 

swallow fag-ends, bottles, matches, cartons. 

Plastic chasm, black womb. Super Jackpots tenderly 

raise their bars. On their edges tenpenny coins 

lined up. An awkward creature unused to luxury hotels. 

Stll, I'm learning, like writing, like letters. Telephone 

home, tonight, and ask-how's the weather 


in Split, is the south wind blowing? I close myself 

like a book. Where Bilbo Baggins ends Frodo's hand wrote: 
The Downfall of the Lord of the Rings and the Return 

of the King. l'm left with Baldwin's herbal blood and 

St. Jacob's Oil for victory over pain. The stitch in time. 


50 


Burning of Memories 


I cover myself with the world, the map of the world. 
I try to warm chilled feet, cold, wrinkled 

heart. With the world as a blanket. I try 

with wool, with cotton. I cover myself with the world. 


I fold it in four. A small purple 

finger, under the brain's eye. I practice 

a cigarette's heat, the soot of damp dreams. 

The sea burns, Adriatic 

pain grows. The world is a smoke hole, a sigh, an abyss. 


And tonight, alight with fear, I shall dream of ash 


and blackened disasters. 


London, 9 December 1986 
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A worid of shadows, woken by a howl, 
forges in fiery pain plougshares into swords. 
If the warm bullet hits your orphan's 


wandering heart, fellow organs will bury it hastily in a 
grenade-dug grave. 

Who will point to the game's end, 

if there is no SOTrOW to spare? 


It was you, wide-eyed world, who left Him: 
Child unattended, without a camphor dressing 
at the foot of the wooden cross 

better used for burning. 


E Written after the BBC's Bookmark programme 
on the Serbian Epics, January 1994 
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Frozen Rats of Sarajevo = 


Little Christ with a frostbitten face-wound 
roams among the chickenpox of shrapnel holes 
Across the city's bloodshot puddles 

the sky's face reflects a deathday. 


Are they mirrored too, the people I saw 

on the screen down an artillery barrel? 

Loved and attended within range of howitzers, 
laid and pressed gently into dark icy barrows. 


The chetniks, teeming from the head-holes 
hold knives in their rotten teeth 

and carry congcaled shuddering poppies. 

How come you became their game, stiffened 
small animals under an objective gaze 

in an experiment of savage kindness? 

The bird-watchers' affection will suffocate you 
with their ashen mute song, people of Pompeii. 


By the Serbian roadblock, at Sarajevo's jugular 
knife-point, a convoy of surgical pliers 

tries to plough the hardened field to sow the seed 

or dragon's teeth, black semen and soft infants' bones. 
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Awake at Sunrise, 
with Light creeping 
through the Window 


The shadow of my graveyard grows longer 

and the guardian of the house pulled up 

from my father's tomb last year has swollen. 

In the Gothic opening it rises like leavened dough 
next to the warm stove. The damp climate suits it. 
It multiplies, vegetatively, spreading pale 

thin shoots, and for a moment, a whole 

handful! of them fills my vision. Pointed 

warts from the palm of an ancient weektide. 
They're guards, but for whose house, whose vault? 
Can they tell good fortune's face from love's? 


They swell the shadow of the white refuge at my 

Hampstead window. I call my native archangel by name, 

as he swirls up out of the next garden over Fitzjohn's 
Avenue. 

Let him carry my plea unharmed, may he not shed 

my tears in vain. lt was tbe guardian 

of gigantic chestnut trees. Distanced, I can no longer 

nourish him with copper or with kisses. My hands are 
empty 

in everyday's embraces. Belated owls hover over the 
fishpond. 


September 1987 
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Gondar Gardens, 
Ornan Court 


To Doris Lessing 


Regular postcards arrive from Kilburn 

with Persian or old English motifs. 

The last showing Northumberland's Earl 
swearing allegiance to Richard. On the 
cardfront - the oath-swearing chamber is tiny 
and shot through with gold, peaceful blue sky 
on the walls and huge stars looking like 

mill wheels. You always add: room 19, 

and each time I wonder: is this not that same 
story from your oeuvres, and just how do you 
manage to be so caring and attentive, 

wise like some age-old mother who discerns 
openings in all mirrors? And how can you 
place your eyes in ambush so that you catch 
every wild thought and unaccustomed movement, 
while I am scared to move? 


London, 9 October 1984 
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Pebble of Sight 


l'm yellowing withering, like the single 
leaf on the tip of a desert rose. 


An intrusive, unsightly chip 
in the pupil of your mosaic. 


If you remove me, no one will notice. 


But you, 
will you be able to see again? 
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An Irish Sister 


She grasped the bread knife, 
leaned her angular face 
through the scalloped window 
and stared off into the silence. 


How to cut the blueblack skeins 

of night and taste dark blood 

of a suspected tramp? 

Emergency stairs zigzagged to heaven, 
hell was elsewhere behind her back. 


The air leant on her shoulder, 

its touch heavier than a thousand 
tiny squirrels' hearts. 

Her shoulders were a monkey's, 
fluttering like budgies 

chilled in the winter cage. 


Was Mary indeed mother of our Lord, 
or is he an orphan? 
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Separation 
Your presence invigorates my soul, 
I follow you to a dream court. 


You fan the air in your passage 
and place me in a marble tomb. 


You won't let go, compelled to put 
your arms around my waist. 


You split my soul like wood, 
it kindles - inextinguishable pain. 
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Schmetterling 


Granulated white cells 
disturb the angels in the blood; 
lights go out one by one. 


Dark fingerballs on the eyelids 
outline the word from the title. 


And it's the shadow 


of the night's advent 
that places a clear eye in the putrid abdomen. 
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Nives, departure 


The cold attached to a necklace 
is like denial, a game of remove. 


But still, you had to make it, your descent 
into the court of beings in repose. 


Now you must contemplate almond blossom, 
gather it without dispersing petals. 


They're like the crystal which precedes death, 
a fragile trust setting on the eyelids. 


Don't extinguish the holy torches, 
their vigilance sparkles on the high peaks. 


My tranquil vision has the light of snow, 
I breathe red fire into its white stream-bed. 
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Zypressenweg 


Think of a convocation of savants - 
Hadrian, Agrippa, Herod Atticus, 
ambushed by hidden daggers, 

the inauspicious meteor blazing on the path. 
The wind's directive of falling arrows 
moves through the light like a hand 

through gold hair. 


They've returned, anonymous 
stragglers dropped from the migratory flock. 


They crave the distinction of the eponymous. 


To the left, and wide of them, the signpost 
points in the direction of Wheatenfield. 


Nicopolis, August 1978 
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Ŝtammbuch 


Without a ring of gold 

with an all-secing eye, 

I can't travel invisibly 

between bushmen to my father's court, 
up in the old snow-capped mountain 
mirrored by the lake's sheet. 


I feel ancestral blood 

pulse through my frontal lobes, 
dusty feet tracking me 

in the blue of high noon. 


Their clear eye asserts - Axel's 
beginning, origo Danuvii, 
the china chastity of Lohengrin. 


In an Adriatic hollow, 

the sea polished with ovals ripples, 

light forms a bracelet around my thin wrist; 
the aqua stands out there flat. 
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God's Finger 


Is encircled by immutable gold, 
the nail spirals. 


lis condification 
translates into rigour. 


The ring whirls and seven angels fall. 
In the silence of God the father is hidden. 


The pain that reaches me from the horizon 
punches me blue, gashes my veins. 
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~ ' 
Winter 'Ad Hypnotem 
The hand no longer feels 
the stream of fickering light. 
The fingertip's immune to pain. 
From the sharpener at the table's edge 
a surf of half-covered pages. 
Clinical pathophysiology, Wintrobe, Davidson. 


A typewriter on the floor. 


Sleep enfolds me like a warm wave. 


36 


Zagreb 


geographia 


The tangent intersects with the circle's flesh 
and like our daily bread, leaves a trail 
of clotted blood. 


Think of King Tomaz's Square 

coruscating beneath a metallic constellation, 
or the earth's azure description 

in midriatic pupils. 


Through a canopy of black human clouds 


the Archer shoots with precision 
into someone's cienched heart. 
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Ivan's Mirror 


Crystalline water in the garden well 
throws up your opaque reflection. 
Father, who art in heaven, 

how inconsolably the oil slides 
from bottomless stone- jars. 


Time severs the links; 

I can't any longer embrace 

your absence, my neck arched 

on the beam, the shoulder, that worn-out fulcrum, 
with which you offer support to a damaged world. . 


Your enormity's a dead sea 

I could sink into, my outcry 
raised to the four corners, 
pine-resin bringing assuagement. 


On the yard's flagstones 


moved up by almond roots 
I go down to bring you nearer. 
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Virgo 


ringed sea 


The shadow was cbosen as companion. 


In the dead of night a house was built 
by a stepped moat stretching away 
to the phosphor of galaxies. 


In the peach-gold of sunset 
the shaft of light 
touched forests, glinting in thcir density. 


Fire didn't erase, 

despite its crimson and agate. 

Their eyes followed it in a canoe 

lowered down on to a compact ring of sea. 
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Blurred Mirror 


Touch my hand from the outer edge, touch it firmly 
but gentle be, try to find the radial artery. 

Heavy lids pull off delicately and exercise 

the pupils' reflexes. Put the mirror close to my 
mouth and see if breath clouds the glass. 

If nothing can be caught shroud me in sleek silk, 
press the mauve kiss of life to my white lips 

and with a sister's tenderness lay my head 

on the goat's hair pillow-and do not, do not 
pronounce me dead. 


London, October 1984 
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Rigel, Bellatrix 


Beautiful souls in translucent cellules 
of snowy brows and streaming hair, 
snowflakes bear in frosty baskets 
down the slopes, down stormy manes. 


Fragile wings can't flutter in the black ice. 


Submissive to the grave-strewn fields 
in obeisance to Orion and white shrouds. 
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Hegeso 


Her hand waves to dispel illusions. 


Insensitive to photons of light 
she doesnt stir for the clink of skeletons 


diving through ... 


This one, the special one, 

proved the existence of sublimation, 
ageing on the sea rocks, and 

there is no glimmer, no star-flash 
comparable to his lips, 

his intangible touch. 
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Chunegin von Engellat 


I was speaking on the 'phone - 

to my tiny mouse, 

and someone's heart was beating 
in the darkened house. 


Whose heart was beating, 
and forcefully so? 


Is somebody eavesdropping, 
tapping us somehow? 


You sparked off 

my literal fear, 

dragging a curled-up tail 
through the hidden prow. 


My heart was on a plate, 
fork and knife were laid, 
you were the first to taste 
this discerning fowl. 
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Peacock 
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The stars are healed by the stars. 


Paracelsus 


Elephant crushes tiger 
and peacock flies away. 


Stambuk 
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both martyr and witness without tears. 


This is a major poetic discovery, and the first Croatian poetry 
book translated into Arabic, of one of-the most important modern 
Croatian poets living among us in Egypt today. 


Rifa'at Sallam 
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ized by violence and cruelty, even bloodshed, as if it is the law 
of nature. lf violence wears an absurd mask, it is only because 
itis absurd. 


These basic and controlling elements belong in general to 
the natural world, with its primitive strength and its primary in- 
stincts, such that the self finds itself as it faces an inhuman 
world, a world hostile to humanity. Here a lone self speaks to it- 
self, or addresses the dead or odd gravestones or the small 
one, without anyone else around. Other beings are present only 
in their death-death and loss also have a tangible presence-in 
a kind of isolation closer to a siege or a prison. The walls can~- 
not "be contained or scaled or controlled or demolished or 
blown up, despite the piles of black gunpowder that I brought 
for that purpose." 


Despite the seif's recognition of its own impotence—even the 
inability to move—it accepts its incapacity as it faces the ran- 
dom, contrary elements of the world, without sentimentality or 
feeling, in a manner that suits an accomplished stoic, without 
joy or pain, praise or blame-oniy "shroud me in smooth silk and 
place my head on a pillow of goat's hair and dontt tell anyone 
that l'm dead." 


This stoicism is appropriate for a poet who has seen the dis- 
asters of civil war, the signs of destruction and bloodletting car- 
ried out under conflicting banners, and has escaped from it as 
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this wall was buried in my memory." This bond is based on the 
stark presence of primary natural forces: sea, fire, stars, night, 
snow, sun, moon, day, wind, tree, the four seasons. These are 
the mythical elements of being and the concrete existential real- 
ity we live in. 

Precise medical and scientific expressions blend with poetic 
images, lending the poems an unfamiliar taste and creating 
sudden surprising effects. This strangeness and surprise be- 
come, in fact, two defining characteristics of the poetry. They 
are the tools of objective, scientific reality used to explore the 
self and the world, a repudiation of romanticism and sentimen- 
tality, a sign of the severity of the composition and its amputat- 
ing precision. kiii 

The poetic imagery-or the poeticity of the collection-does 
not draw its strength from mannerism and word play, but from 
fantasy which creates a stunning peculiarity. It brings together 
two opposite poles, illuminating the surprising and revealing 
that which is hidden behind the known surface of things. Plant- 
ed among the words are land mines, apt to explode the very 
moment you have forgotten about them. 

This explosive nature govermms the relationship between 
woridly elements, as they are in essence mutually exclusive op- 
posites, both in and of themselves and in the existential poetic 
context the words create. They are stern elements character- 
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world-the one true certainty-the companion of time and its cer- 
tain end. Body parts are scattered, along with skeletons, white 
shrouds, and coagulated blood. One by one the lights go out, 
as the neck rests on the edge of the knife. On the side of the 
night road is a dead hedgehog, its guts spilled out. In the poet's 
hand, you see the hand of death. The days of happiness come 
to an end, the past is buried, the tip of the paintbrush breaks. 
Someone somewhere sprinkles corpses with stagnant water. 
Do not dig up my corpse or move my grave. 


But this is not the kind of death that is synonymous with non- 
existence, but the kind that is transformed into communal hu- 
man memory. lt is a natural form of change for a human being, 
without blackness or nothingness. Even when the moment of 
death comes to mind it is with the thought that it is one fine day. 


A kind of hidden, secret strength reveals itself as one faces 
the world and its savagery. !t is a power supported by a memo- 
ry that stores dates and symbols and myths and transforma- 
tions. lt faces the ravages of time with the time contained in it- 
self, and the ascendency of death by taming it and pacifying it. 
Man is memory, burning memory. 

This does not mean that all the poems are abstract; rather 
abstraciness borders on personification, just as the mythical 
borders on the real, part of the same continuum. They are two 
alternate, but related versions of language and the world. “And ” 
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WITH THE EDGE OF A KNIFE 


And tonighi, alight with fear, 1 shall dream of ash 
and blackened disasters. 


A sort of black beauty radiates in these Croatian poems, 
each one a glistening, hard nugget that shoots out the terrible 
beauty of its black rays. The glistening rays do not illuminate 
what is around it as much as they reflect the amputated voices 
within, the forgotten faces, the unproven guesses. 


Intermittent flashes punctuated by gaps of darkness and 
question marks stranded in the void force the inner eye to seek 
out the poem's clouded significance without ever reaching true 
certainty. 

These poems are precisely sculpted, as if with a knife, with- 
out a trace of literary pretention. Each word has its own weight, 
a force from which there is no escape, thick with echoes and 
meanings. Solid, sharp, and hard, they grow out of the density 
of death and eternity. The poems' force does not dissipate or 
slacken, but is forbidding and difficult. Their roots stretch into 
the depths of time, ancient languages and forgotten myths, 
touching the heart of the present moment at the same time. 


Here is a world in which death and the void reign supreme. It 
is not tragedy, but simply the death is the absolute ruler of the 
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from Burning of Memories 

Nevertheless, Fire dreams redly of ashes and is hurrying, 
hurrying. 

The strife between fire and ashes, between dream and free- 
dom does not fa!l into the pit of nonchalance. 


Probably the whole of Restituta is the most expressive and 
impressive in this context: 


Lord 
...let me be scattered to the blue sky. 


Give me the leisure of ease in the sky-stream 


This is true poetry that combines a passionate, though weli- 
controlled, plea and a significant insightful vision of the self and 
of the world. 


Edwar Al-Kharrat 
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Dismemberment here would hint at the dismemberment of 
the world's body, as it hints at the dismemberment of Osiris's 
body, which ultimately came back to life. Does poetry as it says 
dismemberment, cures it? 


Approaching you with the face of a mirror 


l am a clay fragment in the water of your heart 


from Narcissus in Clay 


The whole world - the whole universe is composed of re- 
pudiations and antagonisms, of dismemberment. 

Therefore the stoicist spirit is what makes this poetry rise 
above the horror, the savagery of the world, its division, its dis- 
memberment; the poet expresses his dismay and chagrin in a 
tone that is akin to nonchalance (see, for instance, Evaporation 
from the lliac Pelvis) yet it is a tone that implies suppressed 
deep-down anger that is not banalized by sentimentality. 


The world is a smoke hole 
a sigh, an abyss 
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as probably to be expected, do not denote optimism and a 
sense of joy, inversely snow would always signify the contrary: 
Beautiful souls in translucent cellules, of snowy brows and 
streaming hair, snowflakes bear in frosty baskets (Rigel, Bella- - 
trix). Snow is connected with death, with graveyards, with de- 
parting souls and with darkness. 


Burning 
while above you 
the frail snow dies 
from Prague Winter 
Or when he says: 
You thrust an icy torch into the dark 


from Bamburgh Beast 


The stoicist vision - or very near to it - is what pervades 
this poetry, therefore the language of dismemberment is the 
language of incompatible lives - not only incompatible animals. 
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fork and knife were laid, 
you were the first to taste 


this discerning fowl. 


The minute details not only gain deeper significance, but a 
spirit of humour and paradox imbues the poetry, thus precluding 
all harshness, all over-serious austerity; gravity and austerity in 
art can - indeed have to - be the core of playfullness. 


Look, for instance, to An Irish Sister 


Her shoulders were a monkey's, 
fluttering like budgies 


chilled in the winter cage. 


We come acrros this sort of thing frequently, it excludes from 
the poetry an eventual! grimness that is laible to imbue it, in con- 
sequence of the gravity of visions and the weight of the poetic ex- 
perience, as the poet faces the issue of death., the stark pres- 
ence of tombes evokes the tornment of the wounded homeland. 


The spirit of humour, the pradoxical allussions modify and al- 
leviate the poetic stance l called the stoicist attitude. 


One other remarkable paradox here, is that snow and ice 
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To my mind, genuine poetry is that which is kindled and 
bums under the brain's eye, it is not only a pharos whose rays 
strike at the heart trom Bamburgh Beast but a pharos whose 
rays strike the mind as well. 


In this context, or so very nearly, we find that the poet con- 
signs the small day-to-day details to a wider frame that tran- 
scends them, thus according to these details a connotation by 
far larger than their mere, small material existence. Evidence of 
that is plethora. 


A typewriter on the floor. 


Sleep enfolds me like a warm wave. 
trom Winter Ad Hypnotem 

In Chunegin von Engellat: 

I was speaking on the phone 

to my tiny mouse 

and someone 's heart was beating 


in the darkened house. 


My heart was on a plate, 
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Pictor inveteratus, for example, is anti-emotional, anti- 
lamentational, yet, terse as it is, it is seeped in the hidden water 
of old tendermness. 


It is noteworthy that the very brief, terse poems of Drago 
Stambuk are efficient and effective in spite of, rather because of 
its brevity. A clear example is Spring Dome which blends love 
of the homeland in South Croatia with an elegy blown by the 
zephyr for all the dead mariners lost at sea. 


The effectiveness of this poetry comes from its hard core, 
crystal radiating burning light. 

That is, precisely, attributed to its being inspired - apart 
from well established latent and deftly suppressed emotion - by 
a wide cultural background, and a rational control, an outstand- 
ing characteristic of modernist poetry. We have come across 
historical allusions, Latin names, scientific hints derived from a 
medical, physical, astronomical or musical diction: 


I cover myself with the world, 
the map of the world - 
-.under the brain's eye 


from Burning of Memories 
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Yet, nostalgia is not an overwhelming emotion, as my an- 
ger's teeth will trigger, the old King's gnashing. 

No acquiescence here, but anger. 

In Christmas in Split we shall encounter the anti common- 
place on peaceful Christmas and the spirit of tolerance, as the 
Church doors have closed and two comrades, arm in arm, two 
souls have departed from the town. Have they departed in- 
deed? Or rather, these two souls, as well as hundreds and 
thousands of betrayed souls still remain with us, here, in Split, 
and in every other Split, in thousands of sites, from Palestine to 
Congo, from Rwanda and Burundi to the Mississippi, from all 
towns hit by the oppression of tyrants? 

The same anti-sentimental tone is prevalent in love 
poems; it takes them far above the ubiquitious love-whines of 
bar songsters. 


In Separation : 


You split my soul like wood 
it kindles - inextinguishable pain. 


The overpowering pain stems from the paradox of denot- 
ing separation as cleaving wood, not the least sentimental vis- 
cosity here in evoking genuine pain. 


12 


In Spalatum - the Latin version of the Croatian Split - we 
find that the city which is a - broken ray sinking into green is a 
well established real city, yet it is at the same time a fragment of 
imagination, yet pain and tenderness can be held in one's palm 
with a pair of names, a square and the smell of the port, yet the 
poet senses all possible disasters and delicate deaths and he 
asks, in suppressed anguish: Before me was that the sea? The 
sea here signifying freedom, wide horizons and wide vistas. ls it 
possible? is the sea there? 


This kind of questioning, alone, negates the chatter and 
babble of adulteration, annuls slogans and invalidates emotion- 
al viscosity, without, however, negating or diminishing the latent 
power of emotion. 

This is what we encounter, in another form, in Zagreus, 
that is Zagreb, capital of Croatia, the mere evocation of the an- 
cient Latin name, is probably an expression of nostalgic har- 
bouring to a glorious past. 


Torn to pieces 


when will you restore 


your integrity? 
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Through a canopy of black human clouds 


from Zagreb 


When the poet refers to eternal Croatia it immediately is 
linked with the sea light hallis and he then says that the only se- 
cret river will never dry up, these are images - metaphors of a 
patriotic sense that would sublimate patriotism from merely ba- 
na! slogans, and incorporate it into a global human or universal 
mainstream that can never dry Up. 


In the powerful poem Resurrection of Dead Bones the 
poet refutes the facile, direct notion of patriotism, he elevates 
this notion into the inexorable quest for justice, it is not as much 
a hymn to the homeland as it is a hymn - tragic and heart- 
rending - to life. 


ln Frozen Rats of Sarajevo we can find the outstanding 
characteristic of Drago Stambuk's poetry, that is what | may call 
the anti-sentimentality whether this were in the context of the 
plausibly-called patriotic poems, as he bestows on the home- 
land a much wider and mere global connotation than the com- 
mon-place notion; or in poems that might be called /ove poems 
whose rare beauty is precisely derived from his ability to hold 
emotions in rein and convert them into hard radiant gems of 
poetry. 
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death's misnomer, a black surf 
from Sheaths 


He saw in his hand 
the hand of death. 
from Sea Rock 


lt is curious to note how closely and intimately death and 
sea are related, almost in a mythical way. 


It is intriguing and exhilirating to see that the poet's love of 
locations; islands, cities and sites leads him to the transfigura- 
tion of these settings into intellectual! and emotionally controlled 
attitudes, they are transformed into places of the spirit, these 
are not merely reminiscences of lovely or impressive places, 
rather these spiritual settings provoke reflections, feelings and 
visions that supercede, by far, history and geography, to attain 
a depth of the poetical experience in which cities or islands are 
transformed into: 


the earth's azure description 


in midriatic pupils. 


The shadow of my graveyard grows longer 
from Awake at Sunrise... 


Submissive to the grave-strewn fields... 
from Rigel, Bellatrix 


You...place me in a marble tomb. 


from Separation 


the black sky above seems a new-laid grave. - 
from White Bai 


Here in the Croatian graveyard, 
I feel the Tilans' lust and eternal betrayal. 
from Zagreus 


As to Death, suffice it to refer only to: 


l, Death and the Sea's lover. 
from Kythera 


This is frequently recurrent in the whole book, in Teutonic 
Man we read: 


Don't exhume me or transfer my grave. 
l've become part of something else, 
nestled in the rich antiface of the world, 


at repose with one who gave me breath. 


In Restituta a pantheistic vision: 


Lord... 
project me as a golden disc into 


the dawn that follows a night of waiting. 


Here the poet sees death as dawn after a long night of 
waiting. 

A name of a lady on a tombstone in the Greek National 
Museum of Athens inspires him of a poem in which he equates 
death with dispelling of illusions. 


Tombs, graves and sepulchres are a recurrent prescence 
in this poetry: 


phant as the staunch, sturdy steadfast poetry, these are possi- 
ble interpretations intimated to me by the very rythms of the 
poems incorporated in the three bodies of the book. Yet, these 
are simply a possible version amongst many others. 

The experience of facing death and the vision of tombs 
haunt this poetry and never seem to abandon it. The poet's atti- 
tude vis-4-vis this experience is not rejection, negation or terror, 
as might be seen in much of good poetry; on the contrary, it is 
an attitude of acquiescence that renders it near to stoicism or 
near to a vision of cosmic pantheism, a diffusion with the uni- 
verse such as we know of certain mystic experiences. 


Probably some of the most eloquent poetry here is what we 
read in Mask Next to Death. 


And so on one fine day l too shall be 
brought to the wall of black light 
with the shades of the dead dense in ambush. 


Night filled with lime and lillies will come; 
when moonlight siips inaudible out of jade 
and my heart stops furtively, 


a cobweb will tremble. 


THE LANGUAGE OF DISMEMBERMENT 
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The ambiguity and equivocation of modemist poetry are fer- 
tile, they allow the reader to find therein more than one interpre- 
tation, all of which are possible and legitimate. 


As | read The Language of Dismnemberment by the distin- 
guished Croatian poet Drago Stambuk, I felt there were in his 
work several cardinal themes, of which: 

A philosophical, near-stoicist attitude vis-ĉ-vis the experi- 
ence of death. 

The locations of cities, islands and places that inspire his 
poetry are not at all merely historica! geographical sites but are 
mainly spiritual positions. 

Keeping away from flagrant sentimentality implies, neverthe- 
less, latent passionate emotiona! involvement. 

All of which stems from a vision of the poet that may be sum- 
marized as follows: existence is not solely governed by incom- 
patible animals the peacock, the tiger and the elephant and ob- 
viously the human animal but essentially governed by 
incompatible lives. 

There is no genuine critical avail in attempting to integrate 
the peacock, for instance, as the beautiful bird of poetry; the ti- 
ger as the graceful animal of poetry, vital and impulsive; the ele- 
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